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INTRODUCTION

) ,

"Sue the bastards," a metropollyan city dltor said
when asked how the clos1ng of public records and public
@ﬁetlpgs by locaIMpubllc officials can be fought. He
gggressed the anger of ,neWspaper editors over toe country at
deniels of access to public news, end his response was; &
cﬂéracter' tic og their readiness to go Ea tourt to éet
public new ; B

[ '\

,"F\gDespipe that readiness, most editors questioned i;/s//
i ' '
ocal

”

; prLeys N
. ' N \
national survey consider  legal tenforcement of access to
. - A
AN .

public news. a last*resort for newspapers. They prefer to ‘use,

more informal means/;Z keep publlc meetings and public records

o

open. Most of the newspapers reached in the survey employed

a planned policy aimed at educating their reporters, their
N - * \

readers and public officials in\tbe ihportance of freedom of
A N

information. -*

Perhaps because of an increase in open méetings
L) q \
4 \
“~ » , X -
statutes, perhaps because of more active-preventive ,work by

¢ «

newspapers, more rZaﬁ“ﬁ 1f of all the editors who replied
saw local access p

op;ems as '‘no worse thah in past years.

About 25 pekr cent thought such problems.were decreasing ang .

v v

only 13 per'oent thought them to be‘increasing. These last

e~

. g _ .
were the angry editors and the(:_rep%;es showed not just

bitterness, but a willingness' t attack secretive officials

3

5o~
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had open records stAtutes: Howeveé fl led with loopholes,

-

-2

and to take the dispute to.conrt, if necessary.

Certainly‘their righ{ to go to court has increased in

N,

the past decade. Records/in the Freedom of Information
Center, University’of N’ssouri-Columbia, shew that\by early

1876 a total of 49-states had open meeting stat tgsxxnd 48
7

)

-

oy ™~

S~
- . these statutes givye news media the right in certain situations e

to sue for access to public news.
Yet court action is not an easy decision £6r an editor. ™\
Only the wealthier papers c¢an .sue without weeping at the’ \\ I
@ |

cost, and cost is just one problem. A ‘lawsuit can turn a -

. -
-
-

difference of opinion between~a newspaper and a public offi-

cial into overt hostility, making a rétional solution diffi-

cult. And the news medla must pick suits with care. If ey

don't win, they can be in worse trouble than before. rther, ‘

the law 1s slow. No suit can.get a public meetlng open in

time £or the last deadliné... ° - C. ‘ ;

Open ‘recbrds and open meetlngs statutes’can be a help,
‘. - ’\
but the local medla, above all the local newspaperé‘“must“

come up with their own methods of deallng glth public -

-~

off1c1als who want to hlde whgz they are—d01ng, This papegr

{
is an attempt to discover the(out-of-court methods used by

N -

newspaper edltors to open up and keep open the publlc meetlngs

-, .

and records of their community. The paper is based on a.

nat10na1 survey of.c1ty editors and on Freedom.of.Information

\A|\ \-



\ Center research. . "

_The survey was done in the summer of 1974. A gquestion-

naire was sent to 352 city editors ghosen random&y from the
<
Edltor and Publisher 1973 Yearbook. The papers represented
= — .

@ -

were stratified by cirsgiizigﬁ;,,Qnestionnaires went to all
Y

P

38 neWSpapers of more than 250,000 c1§culatlon, to half (108)

of all. papers of 50, 000 to 250, 000 c1rculatlon, to one’in .

seven (104) of allk papers of 10,000 to 50,000 circulation;

- P . . ' ' ’
ang¢ to ore in seven (102§ of all papers of less than 10,000

.
. . s

.Circulation. . T LI ,
’

N ~

% L |
“Total replies, after a followup mailing, were 145,

.13, or 34 per cen in the category ‘of largest-papers; 41, or -
- N ' ’

38 per 'cent, in the hext largest,category} 48, or 46 per cent,

. . -~ A .
'in the third largest; and 43, or 42 per cent, in the’ smallest

survey—-;he discovery, of 1nformal methods of flghtlng off1C1al
¥
secreéLw-it;rs small enough to ralse the question of the

attituds of vhose who did not reply. It seems probablé that

7, thudt who zent back the questionnaire are more interes;ed“‘
LR ol information-matters than those ywho did not.

Jesasse of thae light return, 'plans for statistical

- .

Ioreel s of tae ﬁ stionnaire data were drovped. The data were

* tabulated but .cross-tabulations and tests for significance

. 1

'were'not attempted. The data codllected, howeve;, do suggest
- M § -
] ’ N E } (




strongly that size of 'rcuLation>i§/a’significant factor in

the editor's -attitude Ward‘methods of dealin w1th
- / g

\goyerﬁﬁental secr//y«//{/ . ‘

e

P

“

This paper will be pr nted in three parts: first;
the flnd;ngs of the survey, second suggested programq}or
newspapers to foIlow aimed at preventing-or attacking

official secrecy; and third, a list of eonclusions.

i - / -

52 ) - R . . . - . /
. BACKGROURND '

.‘9‘

Although moreﬁthan half‘the editors.wh“ r‘piied;said

they thought the problem of access no worse tha in(past"l
. .

years, the survey also shOwed that the problem,' stlll,very
———— \ ).

" much here. Two oub of three edltors reported one \or more

1nstances in whlch .a reporter- had been denled

LY

record or public meetlng/ln the st year. Cl sed P bllC

- a denial in the past year. Eighty-four per dent of the'metros

’

reported that- a reporter had been kept out; nly 43 per cent
- ‘ . i

of the smallest papers re rted a denigl of ccess. It is

LY K . - LS . )
' - possible that an agg Ssive news policy is fa;tor‘in the

-

difference. Larger newspapers publish in 1 rger;’less’
personal bommunities, and -they have the pr fessiona:.staff*

to go after public news. The smallest pap rs‘are often in
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-

“y

!

manners. . . .

B \ o
Three~fourths of a he papers had standing instrué-

v

. . : , RS - .
tions for their repg;ters onwhat to do when denied access

to xecords of mee;ings. Some were elaborate and involved
~ A * .

-

legal warnings and lawyers. Othérs were simple. "ﬁasically,

4

.I tell them to go in, take a seat Jand dare them to threw him/

her out," a metro editor said. \\

¥

political campaigns to get local candidates to take a ‘posi-
* 4 . -
tion on access to public news. A quar\gr "alway;:\gig\i?gva

quarter "neger"'did.~ There was no real\eifference in th%

replies from all sizes of newspapers. W

>
' -

-

- About half sometlmes" 1ﬁ%opmed new\ of fi:ceholders of

7 PN e

the\NEWSpaper S jattitude on access to publfic meetings and

records. Thlrty—flve‘per cent "always" did and the rest

Ve

’

"never." éize“made little diffenenCe in this policy, too.

-« >

V
Onn,ot tha.major meLhods of~attack on closed mi9tings
4 .

[ .

>

ed by the bdltOES was to- th the’ 1nformatlon from a
. . [
wnd run QL. uoaever, most of Lhe editors

-

ying'wure not satisfied w1t§\thé ‘news’ Obtalned from such

. v
3 :

hd ~

\soufcee There was a dlfferencc n attitude accordlyg ta the

é ize of, the edltor\s p&per, the larger“thé paper% the less

AN ta

the’ &dltog t:uspﬁd such ver51ons of a meeting. Metro edltors

were d'ﬁsatlsfled with source-obtalneﬁ news of meetlngs&b{

i




. ’ -6~

. margin of 3-1. The editors-*of the smallest»papers were splip

e

s evenly. ) I ‘ : t&
. . , ; .
- - . ~ -~ " ,

, The traditional ﬂ&ﬂependence of newspapers was dis-

played in answer to a questlon that asked wpﬁlher the ed1tor<;

/

secretive offichals. Two~§h1rds of the editors replying had -
never done so, aild the results were uniform across -all sizes

of newspapers,
4 T -0 -

The larger the paper, the moYe likely that the editox

v " had gone to law-to get public news. Among the smallest pa~

pers, only one edltor in four had flled a suit or complained

toCa public prosecutor, and in the next smallest papers,
n
only one in three. Among-‘the next-to-lar@est pap s (50 000
(' to 250,000) slightly less than half had resorted td law. But

among the mefros, two out of three edltors had either filed

suit' or complained.
N o

' Seventy-five per cent of all editors replying reported

s R trying, as a matter of polici, to educate their readers in

Fol matters through news stories, columns,.cartoons and other

- .
-

~devices. . ' s g

P ¥ : ~ P .

L\he~survey suggesteﬁ that communltj tradlfion had much

. 02

- * tc do with tbe degree oF openness of OfflClalS with the

N

1Y

-

L4 -
1 puablic.. One edlppr to;d of ‘a long struggle to'get the’ county
E . Tauditor to felease‘budget de€a11§ Finally, the auditor

“

‘e yielded to a state laW\mandatlng openness. Asked'wﬁy he

-
\ “ |" > & i

.+

e ;fwleewmfA_ﬁ;eﬁeﬁﬁree_.w_e;e, S



’e

s -

.'soon_be, in trouble." . T ) ..

s & * o

4 i e

l

al tradltlon can als& be one of openness. A number
/ * 7 » .,

of editors reported no secrecy problems in thelr communjity. -

Many werg£ €4dj ors ofy the smalIér papers. “Thls (secr cy)

- \

\J . -~

one said. Another~rep11ed, "In our small communi
¢ F] -

recall ever ‘being excluded from’a meeting.

we would get very nasty in a front page story ang editorial."” L.

-0 It was ev1dent that the editors who replaed believed

]

L]

-
=z

they had the backing of thelr publlshersJ ut only two

ar. One said that L

¢

bothered to-mentlon the publlsher as a f4

without the publlsher S support in flghtlng secrecy, the. < b \M. .
-' -
newspaper' became a "paper tlger.9 Another, on a small paper,

£

wrote in frustration, "Thlsrnewspaper S efforts are m1n1mal.

I hope that there are few ngwspapers like thlscor all may " ,//

b ’
L} ‘ .

<

« The’ questlonnalre gave the edltorS\addltlonal space to

v

-

report at 1ength on: 1. Prior instructions glven.reporters
in case of official s€crecy; 2. - methods use bring /////

¥

préssure on secretive offigjals; 3. methods used to acquaint »

readers with free?ﬁf/?ﬁ/kﬂf/imatlon 1ssues~ 4. what each to ,//

51dered/the best way to fight OfflClal secrecy This
/ -
“information will be uséd in the following section to suggest




4
- ’

prehensive program for preventing/;ecrecy and for
. - .
/\' . N

X & KEEPING 'EM HONEST

¢
I3 s

-r"Tbg survey strongly iné}cates,that the basic way/to

+

\ . . / ‘
keep ﬁgetlngs open is to prepare for trouble before

starts. The thoughtful editor has laid the ground

The editor pﬁfs print. and pime into.preparing/his readers,

his repg;iers and_public officials for a way that may never -

\J

comé because, of his preparation. . .
: .

.

the doors open. 5&f the public is to support the newsp#pef
v . //'/ . 'l / °
in getting public information, the’ public needs to be reminded

issue at stake--its own right to know what A,

ice are doing. "We' tell them the right

td‘kndq;is not our 'xbut'thzirs,“ one editor said.
: - B
-Editors find opportunities to run stories that keep
H . . '

- . 4 '/. @ "~ : -l »
the FoI issue .befbre their'readers. Theyﬁpﬁbllsh editorials

that stréss the‘pub;ié's right® to attend publiéfﬁeetings and
- ‘ ’u" » . .

to be preseint when decisions axye made}im the public's name.
N » . '~ [ B / N

4 . ) N ‘ <
hating outside their piréulatis;/areaJ These editors consider

A L}
- N ! »
- . | \ o { o,
, te- . ,

. 2 . " - -
AR fhey run .freedom of information s;?ries, even those origi-
- o




LRIC

-

unresent a solld fropt of all news medla to offendlng offi-

i

h ' _/ # “-

. o . . C y N
cial closes a public record. It is, news' because it is -j;,,

’ / ¢

b v

3

atypical; the routine is an opén\meet;ng, an open recordZ/ -,
ials <*

mhese editors seize the chance to’'praise in edit
&

local publlc off1c1als who' consider 1t their duty to make Fo ¥,
. . . /
public news public--in contrast to those officials somewhere e,

else who are keeping public information hidden: The <inter-

. ) . e s ‘ ’ . s, : -
view cooperative officials and publlsh their views on the - ‘ .

right of the-public to know what is g01ng on,in government, e ;”
0 ; NI AN
Tbey encourage ifcel press clubs and chapters of +the - _T:.“ '
Society of Professional Jc;;nallsts, Sigma Delta Chi: to form f\kif—
Fol thittees to mortitor the openness of local cfficials. N
T © , ‘.
Jéghf\ie;:aﬁgg;mlttees, such as that 1n Mlnnesota, can ) £

.

[ PR
)

. : /.
clals. Theﬁe same committees$ can also do more for “educatlon“ P

Y ‘ !

of pub;lc, off1c1als, and’ news~5e5§Ie‘than can a 51ng1e paqu.

The committee. can prov1de speakers on FoI for parent teacher e
14 o

groups and for serv1ce clubs., . .

B

. Dqging political campaigns, editors run definite

stortements Qf the paper's intention to ptess for open-meet—

£
ings, to ﬂcnang 3ust1fléatlon for closed meetings, to demand

A “

prior " warnlngs of unscheduled meetlngs. Often, the Jgeditor's e

column" is the vehicle used. ,
- i 3 ¢
Such articles require careful timingdznd perceptive p

¥

writing to be effective.. It makes ‘no sense tto ~alienate

o

A"




-10-, ,

’ %//////;;ose off1c1als who are routlnely cooperatlve wh11e trying

~

4

ot . . . . ‘ * [ N . . . \»
‘than a similar issue in anpother state. ' But *if the,editor '

\

to warn the bad guys ‘and "educate" the~pub11c.' Fgrther,

L S T , AR .
as several-editors said, the right-to~¢now issue is most
R : @ -

effective when pfesented as a specific,£10c51 case. fhe

- ’
. v . . . AN

"lodal issue is,more pertinent, more exciting and more rdaaaple

1

~
.

. L3 s
waits until a local issue arises, he may have lost the ouh-

LR »

/ dation for hlS case. There 1s no reason not to run both the

c

' ! ) Y ’

general and the local Fol artlcle. N %

2. There is no place to "begin” educatlng public

. officials, because the’educatlon should be cqnstant; but the

aggressive editor makes’a special effort during local politi-
cai'campaigns,’ He wprks to make each qendidate at least

- o

© awane of_tﬁe Fol issue and to get. each on record as committed

to open meetings, open records,*opeﬁ dealings with the public.

" He works to make right-to-Know an issue in whe campaign, to

get the candldates to compete,*ln effect, as to Wthh will
ool

-

be the most open wiffl the public.’

'Repérters'routineiy ask candidates for their attitudes

toward goverggental secrety, and the answers are prlnted

T |

‘Llsts of q?estlons on local issues'sent to candidates/}nclude

‘one on openness. When the ‘answers to these questions are

. »
o

i 5 ;
pxinted, the candidates' .commitment to openness is laid oé%

to see. . , . .

fter the election, editors write the winners to




%

,~statements on open meetings made-

o is adVisable fq; such statements to stand alone as policy.

| o Es

-11-
congratulate them and to offer support for increased aopen-
ness with the public, especially when the . official is on a BRI

By

public body such as g city council or school board. The

-

-
/ 14

ring the campaign, without |

v B . > . .
‘making the/r indeér sound like A threat. They are also a , L~
i £]

good way tg inform the new of

-

the provisions of the.®

. ’ \,\‘
//// )

y é///Some editors, either alone or in company with a Sigma
C

state opeén meetings-open records law!

.Del/a

p

hi committee or other press group, appear before newly -

elected public Bod}eszg9/seek adoption of formal policy

statements supporting pen dealings w1th the publlc and an

acknowledgement of the public S right ko know. Sometimes lt.

Later, 4if. a problem of closed meetings comes up, the- editor

can help to draw up a formal policy on procedure. Such
polic1es éften include ° prOVlSlonS for the decision to be

\
made at. an.dpen meeting, with recorded votes of each indi-~ .

’
. i »

Vidual*member of . tne public body, and With a justificdtion
gi:en. The policy sometimes adds a pledgagto make prior / j'
announcement of unscheduled meetings and a promise that - -

public business other than that &or which a meeting was tlosed

will not be dis
use a powerful ‘device that makes the /

closing of a p9bllC meeting a political risk. The device is - )

<
«
>

. “@
‘ B




‘ ' 123 -~ e Vo
i . . . ‘ﬁé, B y

bodles 1n

i - . .

s . qé,sﬁar‘ﬁizggl;ts second front page: The box begins with

he papeffé c1rculatgon area. A ?ennessee paper

hesé words:- "Becauﬁe the people must know. This coluan;s

*

S . : ' .8
to inform the public when and where decisions are. to bg mad

» I
i? the public's behalf so that each citizen may att meet-, .

* ings ahd speak his mind." }Then follows a 1i ng of meetingé,

times and places. The existence of the Tist induces caution

3
~ 7 - ® . ,

. C e . . . :
in officials. None wQuld.llke to _sée a notation in such a
V4

list that _a meeting of his public_body'is closed . to the

s
o

o Y
¥ " 7 I

’ ‘ ~

/One, editor suggested, 1f closed, meetlngs become

= A (

flagrant, the running™Qf a scorqboand on-pagé one:. "Closed
\ 3 )

]
-

¢
hat the newspaper must

3

o be_carefdi n{E.t@ alie

. -

fojfials by intimétioﬁé)

that a meeting will be closed .long efbre théadijiciags

NOE . actually have{thoPght'of cl ng the meeting. "These men , L
o -

- . ! <

) : : . TRAINING REPORTERS N
™ . ¢ \ . . 1 2

Dany edltors take real pains to train thelr reporters

for FoI problems.} Espec1ally“ oo ..

AR

1

1. They.make sure their reporters know the state




{ ‘ s RS o 1 R //;// 5

- ///////atftgzie on open neetihge~bpen reeords. ‘Some neyspapers - /

R eupply reporters‘;iﬁh/a copy of the statute to carry in téiir g
wallets. - t .ﬂ . ) ‘ .

s : ’ ) '

- 2,  They provide repofters with 3 standard procedure

for trying to deal with clo§ed meetings. Several followed o

-

the same plan for use wh=a a reporter is asked to leave a .

o

J r -

neeting . .
"~ a. Advise the presdiding officer formally/ﬁéat

admission is sought. Protest; cite proviq}ons'of the state

-

et

@

statute. T : S iy ¢

e b. Get names of the attendlng members of th%pub-
~ ¢

lic body. Ask 1f the décision to close was made 1n open A .

meeting? Whege? When? # - : 7 . ”';.

c. - Ask if the decision to close was made by a vote

\ . b * hd N ! a -
or by the presiding officer.” If-it was closed by vote,. who .

voted how. ' . . , y H

) 4. Ask,for jugtlfication for closing any meeting
-~ f

to the p&blicj Try to pin them?dgﬁh for the record.,
o e. rﬁahe it clear that a story will be wrltten M o
aboutmthe closlng of the meeting itselr. ' ‘

s SO T SR

¥

4
. -£. Keep Salml The paper. wants an open meeting,

’

.

ndt a vendetta. If the reporter loses his temper, he loses

—

-

the fighﬁ: 1f a board member loses his temper, so much thy/// -

hd \
(7R

better for the story~on the closlng >

Q

3. If even after challenglng a. clOSed meetlng the ’ R
’ A & .

o i 4




paper s lawyer, who calls . thewreporter for details. .

' ‘ At least. one paperiwen so far as to have its reporters

carry gaffidavits with them| to be' filled out on the telephoned
4 .

instructions of the laWyera The paper's problems never

” - 1.
. reached this affidavit stage because its attorney and the

attorney for the public body were able to work out access.

e reportgr:gotﬁin t the next meeting, if not at the ong_ -
“that was denied Him originally. - : ) .

. Y K . .
There{was no agreement among the\@gsgﬁﬁding editors baEa

p »
on whether the reporter should refuse to leave the meeting
‘room when rquééted or ordered to do so. ' Some editors were

\ .+ defiant and told their reporters to sit tight. One went so

°

o " far as to instruct his reporters to get the name and, badge

. number of’ the poelice officer who would be called to escort
. him from the room. Often, of course, the meeting is simply

v .

\recessed" if the reporter will not leave, only to resume \

in another room behind a loc5ed door.

A number of editors instruct their reporters to leave
. o,

- . quietly after protesting and getting whatever information

-

<

they can about the meeting to be 0195%9' They then wait

\ outside and qguestion the menbers of the board as they emerge.
- N N . . » c . z
)’ - A Lo . «
Only -two editors of the 145 who.replied seemed ready to
Ld ¥ t

" accept a closed meeting without further argument. One, who
5 .

, .
L] ‘ |
' T j_g‘ >
’ . . I -

{ -"x reporter is $till kept out and if he leaves, he iz ordered
- ' by hlS editor te phgne a news exécutlve, who calls the?
‘ oo/ T



’ - !

T 15— ) ' .
reported no secrecy-problems and who had no reason to pres-

L e
fure officials, had this instruction for reporters told to

leave a closed meeting: "Stay the hell out of the wayy”ﬂ‘\

[s3

The questlon of whether the weporter should le,ve

" without help from the poT1ce seems to come down to howysecre— Toe

+

1 . R < \
‘call or two and it blows ov%r. - T : e

\
tive the public body has @een in the/past. 'If there is a

e

tradltlon pf secrecy, a series of abuxes,ikhe editor may want

to dramatize the c1051ng by hav1ng the reporter defy the pub-

"

lic body and invite arrest. @ut 1@ the group has no history

\
, of prior c1051ngs, it may be wise for the reporter to leave-- .

.

v
after‘protestlng, of course.

~
-

\
—~ 'If the reporter refuses to leave, he can turn a one-.

t;he closing into a feud that’ might have been av01ded Drama-

t1c action by the reporter could make the public off1c1als

so defen51ve that they contlnue belng secretlve to justify , .
‘\

~

the first closed meetlng Many a meetlng ‘has been closed
- \‘“‘b/

capricieusly -and without precedent, only to be regretted the

v

next morning when the front-page st ry comes out. A phone

~

¢ -~
.

But there is.anot#er'reason for editors to think twice
/ ‘ , .

" before instructing reporters o sit out a request to leave a/ ’

. -
meeting. Defidnce’of government is not approved by many

Ameyicans, especially in that age group which reads nefws-
papexs: No matter how pnhecessary.the:secﬁacy, no matter how
< ,

illogical the justification’given for the closiqg, many

o
~

3
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-

Americans ‘will see the refusal ef the reporter t. leave as

P
P

. s v . - . f
arrogant interference with constituted authority. . Their,
7 1
R . Y ~ R N v R . e \
support is likely {o go to the public t..dy r.ther than to

the.newspaper. Only if the public body has a publicized
history of secrecy and only if the;newspaper.is a trusted
institution will the reporter”s dramatics be likely to gain

»
5

public support. .

- Every edftqg\yho replied would runzétgries on_the

———

closing. Several stressed publication of the names of the .

¢ o>

bf‘icials meetlng privately.’ Many felt that 51ngle stories

@ +

were suff1c1ent.!b deal with the problem of a sangie Glosed

meeting. Then, if<$he problem grew, their pressure would

4

increase. Although ﬁany'edrtcrs were concerned that too much’

_ ) e , ! - N .
‘pressure would worsen. the situation, most emphasized that
N s
. ' P ‘ .
newspapers must place’some pressure/on public offictals to 8
£, -

]
“ Al 'n

Yeep public 1nforﬁatlon publlc. . : S

[y
© e

One sala at dn Fol meetlng, "You ver got £o be aggres-

-

0

sive about forcing the.lssue. You must show w1111ngness to
[ ’ s o
take it to court. Aggressiveness frequently is enolugh to

force your .way i%to meetings, -They see the Qonlﬁ doesn't

-

) | N . N
collapse™§-£ the mFet;ng is covered, Jpne problem is that the

press is too willing.to accept closings." -

e Suggested ways to increase pressure included:

1. Editorials naming the officials. I

a v

1
2., 'Keeping count of the number of closed. meetlngs,

LSS 3

o
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?

mentioning the new number in each new story of a clesing.

replles, .0r. lack of replles

Mmeeting is going on. ‘ L
o4 .

RS

~ ’

3. Area roundups, in which the. offending body's

.ém__,

secrecy 1s contrasted with.the openness Qf other publlc

3
<
offlelals.. ' . ‘- .

P

' 4. Letters from the editor'to/gach membef of a public

.

body that has repeatedly met prlvately The gditqr asks what

was. discussed, .what was decided. Is\each member stAll con- ~

) J

L3S

vrnced that the secrecy was Justlfled° The sendlng of the
letter 1s run as one news story, another~be1ng bdsed on the

’
?

5. Plctures of the’closed doqr behind which the'closed.

y -

€. White space dummied for-a multi—coluMn head, wit

"Editorial" at the top and’ lower down a few lin to, the

effect _that .the space was reserved for news on}/éé the closed-.

¥
~ 4

meetlng attended Ve o = . ‘Newspapers in India used this

3
dev1ce to pro st the recent cenSorshIp of the government of

.

Prlme Minist er, Indlra Gandhi. ', The dev1ce was quickly 'pro-
h J > ‘ . v [ 4

.

hibited by Mrs. Gandhl s gevernment. .- B

. .%dlto;s' a;tempts to»end the’ war through personal /

s I S . ,
contact., .* . AR - .
. o ¢ w i N \

"The ma1n th1ng 1s to be tough," one edltor said of

’

attempts to end hostllltyxhetWeen offxglals and the news

hedia. "We make no deals -on, what the

-

we respect what should be confldentlal "

aw says 1s open, but
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Another ‘ekpressed one reason t¢ avoid suit if possible:
£ .7 - "* . ) :

"Too often -a—cause.cglébre is madelout of an issue. When,a= — —

N

paper goes to c¢ourt on this, all se; s of other/ggtives crop

,up and it QuicklyVQEp béeahe a case jof 'press prosecution:’

* .

We have found on a local level that no one person cah resi
pérsistent but out-of-court pressuye:for long."

- -~

_: T 'Bup when‘noﬁhing~elsg works/, when the paperyhas the

~ b T

41f§éf§é’ a'good—case and a strong‘s ate statute to work with,~

- - - -
4 . . -

st editors ‘were ready to, sue. ) Ed 7
_ : . /
Agd 'when an end, to the war, or at least a truce,

c

. arfivee, the editpfé.recommepdei enjoying the oqCaiipn/quieély,
' : . - ’ 'y .

\ -
;e

not intprigﬁ. Further, they sfrongly suggested cdntinuing x;\_,

éoverage of’the dnce~closed m:eting.* One of the tra

v

over closed meetlngs, only 0. flnd that . nob Y, 1nclud1ng the
.. ) \
ewspaper, is’ 1nterested e -ugh in the meetlngs to attend

. A ‘. ,
//'/ ’? P . t/
. P v P - R * v L
, . v o

hem.
1
.'//’ PRV RY by

/u CONCLUSIONS =~ . '
. Loy .

P .

When flghtlnl offic1al secxecy, newspapers' argu- K

. for open meetlngs, dw.papers-should argue in the name of the

public, not in the name of the press. It is the public, of k o

— T ey \

’ : g f U N L s
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[} [ M A /

which the press is only a part, that is excluded when a p . (A

meeting is closed or a record boo® slammed shut & If news-
‘-’ \ —_ ‘o
papers gLe only%the press'°rlght to attend publlc meetlnqs, .

.
‘1 e

they are suggestrfg a right superior to the public's, ©Not

‘only is the publﬂ ’RHJ.ely to grant thlg superiority, it . . hd

Y

resents the suggestion that the press has a‘xight it does not

have. An argument of suoerlor right based ‘on the First- o .

! *

Amendment might be effectlve in court, but it will- not be

well recelved by the readers. . L

hd -

s »~Further a sophlstlcated publlc official can attack
v
sucn a cla1m as selflsh-—the newspaper sells news for a

close meetlngs so it will have somethrng to sell. The same \._
. L4 \ \

official thbugh,”is put on” tHe defnesive when he is ‘shown

te/ge/

office and whose money he is spending and'wh0se authority he
e s
is using. Then the ‘official must iustlfy the- c1051ngh he - -

Ve ~ )
cluding’ the public, the people whO/éut'him into -
/ % : - . R

s

~

-

cannot attack the publlc as he can attack the press. . > .

. The argument that the newspaper has a right to attend ;
. i ’ ~ ‘ “ B ' ” ! ) y
public meetings a representative of the public is easler

to support; some

since they se
. AN

~

press. Public off1c1aij/won t agree; they natgrally look on

- ®

themselves -as the publlc S representat1ves4aﬁd they den't . C . )

welcome the press as a competltor or as /watchdog of

e o4 i -~
‘ - . - ‘r‘.
7A » 4‘.‘, N s
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® bécome NEWS, an atyp%

.

)

“be open. The presumptlon must be that all meetlngs and all

*

"‘,4 ." -20— . r N

f
¢

governmeift. . ThQ i,ze Ksentatipn arrgmnent is not one to u

with a ma«or who wan to close it all up. v

Fd

. 2¢§ The c1051ng of a publlc meetlng r‘r' rec@ a must

+ »
e

an extraordlnary %vent

%

. .
3 % ,(,

z“ﬂ

must be given. '} @e{purden muét ke on the off1c1al to justify

. A
denlalq.not on the newspaper to show why the meetlng should.

U
!3 {

I

»
e
-

records are Open to the public unless clear reasons can be .

Y

%ﬁyen *for c1051ng them. .

- .
t

. This is’'not meant as- an argument that all public

business should be publlshed. Exper;enced news people know

.y ' '

~of matte%g better;;eft out 6f‘the paper, for the public bene-

. fit and to avoid terrible iujury to. innocent.persons. But the

2

>

. $ .

o

choice of what is to be kept secret cannot be left to,offl—

H
I

cials who may have a personal interest in® secrecy.
/-

3, - Néwspapers, llke all news_TegiaJﬂshare—in’tﬁe‘:;,

-, Y

i T
blame for some governmen%ai secrecy. Huch .0of the reportlng N
'l . ] % 3

-

of public'afgairs is superficial, and it is ‘inaccurate more

; R .o .
t =~ I3 v 9

often than newspaper editors adnd broadcast news-directors

want to admit. Every expeérienced editor has suffered “the

N o
seriqus public o%ficial

-

e b
humiliation of hearing a respecte

speak with préfessibnal contempt of the bress: coverage of

B -~
0, 4 —— ,

‘o e N . . . e .
his office. ‘'Qfficials complain, with reason, of emphasis on °*
. \ { - , B

for ‘which extrao¥dinary justlf;catlon s
¥ 4.

\J
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i . '
minor cohflict, of a hunt® for" good guys and bad guys, 'of
P . ! } . .
sheex ignorance of government, of carelessness, of a fascina-

tion fOr dramatlc trivia, of significant materlal slighted

+ or 1gnored because of 1ts complexity, and 1nev1tably‘ob

v
.

sensatlonallsm. Publ;c officials never explain how any * ° .

1

reporter could sensationalize news as dull as most of: that
. * . “

, R N C ’ v
coming out of government. They are referring, of course, to
' the normal search\for the unusual angle that°newspapers fol-

low in an attgmpt to make governmental news_palatable to

N

readers. - . : : .

.

Naturally, many complaints are self serV1ng, but enough

i,
2

issues are to be dlscussed. Emphatic lly, the distrust of
7

officials for the press is no excuéeffor them to close/their“

shop to reporters, but American neWspaper'editors can do ‘'some-
. N . - N

thing about that distrust. Edifors can re-examine govern~
mental reporting with an eye/to significance, and they can
see to it that their oovernment rééorters are better prepared
. than they are now. . ;\’/ ;/

. JournallsH:schools can take part blame for the poor

e

preparatlon of reporters ass1gned to cover local government.

.

1]

sheet'and somge of them don“t @ne the dlfference between city

Se

-




o L, - o ‘ _?'2.. S
/ TR ' . ) . ) . . .
3 and county government.. The schools are beginning to require _

- . o . . . B
' ’qoreqthan.basf§ efonomics and political sciehce' courses of
) ’ [

their studgnts; spme.are developing public finance and govern- .

. ment courses :d}d/foﬁurnqiists. K .
. . : . . L} .

But key to preparation” lies with ﬁewspapers. The
] ’ - * » - .

- !

~ -

‘ Lt schools will give-newsgapefs the kind‘of repofters tﬁey oo

- demand, eventuwally, and the papers can see to it that their \

’ [ v

¢ 3 - " - -" Ry A . ’
.reportérs' training in government continues after they are
v . } 3 \ i~ .
\ 1]

- : ‘ . ' g K '
L of city government gt¥ows rapidly once he bggin§ covering

4 N B bg .
ro. practical affairs at city hall, bkut he will lé@;n more, °© l

|
assigned to a government beat. A reporter's upderstanding . (
|

R .
had .\4 . ~ ‘ ‘s

_ . ukiderstand more,~§nd be harder to satisfy if he reads the

. N ) . T . . |
same books and prafessional magazines as the city manager . :

- "+ ‘and if he attends the same conferences and shoft courses.

. Newspapers cdntribute to secrecy in another way,.

- % . S l‘
.one that they can be proud of.' Local reporting has become .~ ~ -
. ‘Q [N H * ‘ . \

» . . . - - L4 . ", ’
more aggressive in recent years. Newspapers now report areas.
Y . - R -

. . - . -~ * c ; -. [
of Jovernment that were ignored before. . Local .off1c1als can,

.

. no longer feel that -the press will safely oveéwlook information®%®&’ .
4 .« they wbpld Iike_&?pt confidential. The temptation €o close’,, o

SR public meetings and records in self-defense naturally becomes
- . s .« ' _
stronger. It is a rare hayor or city managér who sees, it as. .

. much .hfs duty to keep the‘pggi}c informed as to keep the

¢ . city government running smoothly. ] ) oo e
| 4 '
" 4 - «-- Officials are particularly tgmpted to.close up when

)
l ¢ .
.
.

¢ . N

.
-a

. . ~—
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the reporter's aggressiveness is extreme Soﬁe//eporters,

2 ’

notably younger onesms carxry the unfortunate idea of*”adver—
© P . ) ¢

sary of govermment" on to enmity. At times, such reporters
. \ , f - T

show themselves opehly contemptuoys of public officials;

their sole idea of news is the exposé.’ As gatherers .of =
governmental’news they have little value, and they injuré the,
néwspapEr‘they work for. Not only do they.poison the rela- .

tionship between the paper and government, officials, but

they give the/official a plausible argument for secrecy The

r

current fever for "adversary reportlng"——wlth a vengeance--

may work 1tself out, but while 1t lasts it is.a danger.

4

Some newspapers also contribute to official secrecy‘

’

by not screaming'loudly_enough‘at the c¢losing of a public,
meeting or public récord. Some pabers»do,not!feel the,respon-,

, . ot -

sibility to bring governmental infbrmatiOn/to‘theLr readers{f%‘

. -~ ™ L .
others are in a community where,s///ecy 1s.rout1ne and the .7

e . =
t'\,f

paper hesitates to set the boat rocking. And for some papersw :
secretlve publlcuLff1c1als offer a.news advantage over the.‘
competltlon, eSpeclally over broadCast comgetltlon. T
~——— ' Any reporter long on a beat has’developed.souftes who
will give hlgfa versiol of what weht on behlnd the. closed |

door. If the competltlon has no such source, the newspaper

i

can score a clear beat Whlle the paper may galn, its

readers lose because.the ver51on offered may not be complete

-andait is difficult to check out. No matter how skeptical *
t N , ¥

)
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»

¢

.
-

-

" bols that the publlc 15///t gettlng the 1nformatlon to’ whléh

.they maintain a strong relationship with public offi c1als ‘and .

.the,réasqn for a closed meeting.: Much more often,.officiais

& o

. ? - .
:Or they want to‘avoid second-guess1ng.£rom the pubﬂlc--lt is

12

.

1s of self-

interest, -
* 4

# -
as ‘long as

4. Stave off open war with offizialk

4

possible. Roaring fightsfwith officialdom are excditing and

they make entertalnlng copyL/but they can be tak as sym-

, -4
it is entitled. Edltors can go a long way to prevent war if

o

\ ,

if there ;s no mlsunderstandlng about the paper's reaction

. ~ ? . . .

to secrecy, . )

- #

- ‘ /
s v

Lot -~ { .
. . ) . . .
It}ls uorth an eoltor s t}me Fo*giPd7QUtl through .
St . . . TeN . .
personal comntact,” the real reason for a deSire for'seqrecyg'
Althqugh‘corruption is always a possibility, it is rarely ‘

rs

’
AY

élSseJup to'keep their options clear--if they are not, on the
v . v < M e s 3

oL . . L, .. s,
record, .they cannot.be seen as changing their minds later.

51mplen to.present the pUbllCanth a de0151on than to go

Ny

- t .

through the trouble and polltlcal danger of publlc hearlngs
e s e, [ 4

and to.llsten to the arguments of "out51ders " .They may .

want to,prevent the'organlzatlon of QprSltlon before a e

a “ ——

»

LY -

pollcy is nnounced or to*tonceal dlssent whlch could weakern
- e ’ \ %

the fOrce of a publld”board’S‘eventual dec1SLon. They-may -

want ék sbund out support for a proposal that could w1ther if

-
-

it got early publrclty They may.sxmply be hlgh-handed

J “ LY DY s . . L.

-
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peoplé to wﬁom the concept of public right—to-know iS‘foreigﬁl

None of these 1s sufficient reason in our soc1ety for

LY

governmental secrecy, but even a 51ncere official, faced with
4

possible community dissension and personal political troubles,

will beiéemptqd to offer the public a sudden policy, the

p?oduct of a closed meeting~-if they thiﬁkfthey can get away
with it. If these officials deal Qith a trusted paper that
£reétsppublic affairs seriously. and covers them comﬁ%tently,
if they kﬁow the éditor and if they -know that the editor's

reaction to secrecy will be a quick appeal for public

support, then secrecy.will Be much less allurid@. -

— \ i e - N
t:\\\\‘While\g}most*every editor who replied to the/ahes

naire alluded somehow seeking pd%llc support %n dﬂépntes

over official secrecy, publlc su
coming. Several edltors showed disappoi

tion.

’

The editar of one small Midwest paper said, "We

tinué to hit this issue (secrecy) hard, of course, in almaé
/.
[

T
every way we can, .but the effects are--to put i//mﬂidly--
negllglble. We have done all these things-—espec1ally front-

page editorialsftneﬂ§;§E?ries and subsequent editorials--and
nothing seems %? work."
» * 1

°

N L o :
+ Another said, "Unfortunately, mostSeitizens are'not

very,‘mueh concerned. There are, in' fact, a good‘ﬁ
“~ .
who beliéve publdc bodies should be allowed to megt in pryvate

[al¥a)
v

#




' more or less at will." P

-

. But most ed1tors exfiibited at least the 1mp1101t

’

belief that newspapers would haVe some publlc support, espe-

.- -~

cially when a d1spute is local and when its s1gn1f1cance 1s

clear.

issue of a case when what.is being covered
///rs obv1ously 1mportant to the publia. You can't stir up
the public over a pr1nc;ple (rlght—to-know) What is being .

covered up must be ‘important, significant," the editor of a

metro said, S ' ©e

LI .

_£29£§,have’”ttempted‘te\make an 1nd1v1dua1 . <

- "““‘—’—_““ﬁ"_’ o e RS ANNY \:
T off1c1a1's secrecy an 1ssue when he comesaup fo \ree}ectlon--
& ’ . .

\

- with mlxed results Sevenal warned of’offlclals reelected i
| i
\

|

|

|

o

v -

- - % -

- desp1te Well-publlclzed hlstorqes of secrecy, officials who

FA b‘}}

) stayed in offlce hostile- toward the newsp ut warmed by

T . ‘a feellng that,thelr previous action had been validated by, ’
oo . - N .

. public vote. It is hard to imagine a worsé situation for
. the public’s riéht-to-know, and the possibility of such a
. " . horror suggests that newspapers should consider carefully

. péfore making an individnal candidate's practice of secrecy

H
LY

X * a'major issue in a political campaign. S

. ' .
~ . . -

n -

s ’ With public support, newspapers will get public infg
. * (S “ - . . ‘ . . . ' 4
. mation whether_;fflclals want to give 1t or not. Without )

that support, neWspapers will get what pubiiclofficials want

to give them, if the officials choose to be secretig\. State

.

P et ‘ I
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open meetings-open recorﬁs legislation can help 1n galn;ng
public backing, but ultlmately the publlc s- support will go ..

.*to that group it trusts most.~ Fortunately for newspapers

" public trust comes from the S1ng1e funct on editors have the
most control over--profess1onal réporting. .

The edltor of a Midwest newspaper put it: "Good -

solid reporting is the best way to fight secrecy in govern-

ment. But it is also necessary to use a strong open meeting

.

or open record law occasionally. -These do not replace good

- ) 4 N
reporting; they supplement it." T M . .

.

.

el
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